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(54) Means for preventing excessive heating of an X-ray tube window 



(57) An x-ray tube includes an envelope (1 3) defin- 
ing an evacuated chamber and having a window (30) 
transmissive to x-rays. An anode assembly and a cath- 
ode assembly operate within the envelope to produce 
x-rays which travel through the window transmissive to 
x-rays towards a patient or subject under examination. 
A shield transmissive (32) to x-rays is coupled to the 
envelope and positioned such that x-rays travelling 
through the window transmissive to x-rays must first 



travel through the shield. The shield prevents substan- 
tially all secondary electrons created during the produc- 
tion of x-rays from coming into contact with the window 
transmissive to x-rays thereby preventing excessive 
heating of the window transmissive to x-rays. An elec- 
trode (50) defined by the envelope in a region proximate 
the window transmissive to x-rays may additionally or 
alternatively be used to prevent secondary electrons 
from reaching the window transmissive to x-rays. 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates to x-ray tubes. 
More specifically, the present invention relates to the 
prevention of excessive heating of an x-ray tube win- 
dow. 

[0002] Conventional diagnostic use of x-radiation in- 
cludes the form of radiography, in which a still shadow 
image of the patient is produced on x-ray film, fluoros- 
copy, in which a visible real time shadow light image is 
produced by low intensity x-rays impinging on a fluores- 
cent screen after passing through the patient, and com- 
puted tomography (CT) in which complete patient imag- 
es are electrically reconstructed from x-rays produced 
by a high powered x-ray tube rotated about a patient's 
body. 

[0003] Typically, a high power x-ray tube includes an 
evacuated envelope made of metal or glass which holds 
a cathode filament through which a heating current is 
passed. This current heats the filament sufficiently that 
a cloud of electrons is emitted, i.e. thermionic emission 
occurs. A high potential, on the order of 100-200 kV, is 
applied between the cathode and an anode which is also 
located in the evacuated envelope. This potential caus- 
es the electrons to flow from the cathode to the anode 
through the evacuated region in the interior of the evac- 
uated envelope. A cathode focussing cup housing the 
cathode filament focuses the electrons onto a small area 
or focal spot on the anode. The electron beam impinges 
the anode with sufficient energy that x-rays are gener- 
ated. A portion of the x-rays generated pass through an 
x-ray transmissive window of the envelope to a beam 
limiting device, or collimator, attached to an x-ray tube 
housing. The beam limiting device regulates the size 
and shape of the x-ray beam directed toward a patient 
or subject under examination thereby allowing images 
of the patient or subject to be reconstructed. 
[0004] During the production of x-rays, many elec- 
trons from the electron beam striking the anode are re- 
flected from the anode and fall upon other regions of the 
x-ray tube. The reflected electrons are often referred to 
as secondary electrons, and the act of such reflected 
electrons falling on other regions of the x-ray tube is of- 
ten referred to as secondary electron bombardment. 
Secondary electron bombardment causes substantial 
heating to the regions in which the secondary electrons 
fall. 

[0005] In x-ray tubes having a metal envelope, sec- 
ondary electrons are often attracted to the metal enve- 
lope which is at ground potential. Thus, portions of the 
metal envelope closest to where the x-rays are being 
produced are often substantially heated during opera- 
tion of the x-ray tube due to secondary electron bom- 
bardment. The region along the metal envelope closest 
to where the x-rays are produced also is the region in 
which the window is coupled to the metal envelope. An 
airtight junction between the window and the metal en- 
velope is therefore made such that it can withstand high 



temperatures without failure. With an ongoing desire to 
provide x-ray tube producing higher power exposures 
and shorter imaging times, the intensity of the electron 
beam striking the anode continues to increase. Unfor- 
s tunately, this in turn has caused the amount of second- 
ary electron bombardment to proportionally increase 
thereby making it increasingly difficult to provide a reli- 
able air tight junction between the window and the metal 
envelope. 

10 [0006] One known method of reducing the amount of 
secondary electron bombardment occurring at a junc- 
tion between the window and the metal frame is de- 
scribed in U.S. Patent 5,511,104 assigned to Siemens 
Aktiengesellschaft. This Patent provides a first elec- 
ts trode at anode potential and a second electrode at cath- 
ode potential positioned such that secondary electrons 
emanating from the anode must pass through a space 
between the first and second electrodes in order to 
reach the window. Since secondary electrons passing 
20 through the space are attracted to the electrode at an- 
ode potential, fewer secondary electrons reach the win- 
dow thus avoiding excessive heating at the junction be- 
tween the window and the envelope. One main draw- 
back to this arrangement is that x-ray tubes configured 
25 with this design are typically limited to single ended de- 
signs where the anode is at ground potential and the 
cathode is at -150,000 volts, for example. If a bi-polar 
arrangement was used in conjunction with the design 
described in the Siemens patent where the anode was 
30 at a positive voltage potential (i.e. +75,000 volts) and 
the cathode was at a negative voltage potential (i.e. 
-75,000 volts), for example, positioning the electrodes 
such that arcing does not occur between the electrodes 
and the anode and/or the cathode becomes extremely 
35 difficult since placement of the electrodes between the 
anode and the cathode would likely alterthe electric field 
concentration between these elements in a manner that 
would cause arcing to occur. Unfortunately this makes 
it difficult for such x-ray tubes to be used in a retrofit 
40 manner since most x-ray tubes have generators which 
are configured to handle only a bi-polar topology. 
[0007] In accordance with the present invention, an x- 
ray tube is provided. The x-ray tube includes an anode 
defining a target for intercepting a beam of electrons 
45 such that collision between the electrons and the anode 
generate x-rays from an anode focal spot. The x-ray 
tube also includes a cathode having a filament which 
emits electrons when heated. A tube envelope encloses 
the anode and the cathode in a vacuum. The tube en- 
50 velope includes an x-ray transmissive window through 
which x-rays generated by the anode pass and the x- 
ray tube includes a means for intercepting secondary 
electrons reflected from the anode before the secondary 
electrons strike the x-ray transmissive window. 
55 [0008] In accordance with another aspect of the 
present invention an x-ray tube is provided. The x-ray 
tube includes an envelope having an x-ray transmissive 
window. The envelope defines an evacuated chamber 



25 



30 



35 



40 



45 



50 



2 



3 



EP 0 924 742 A2 



4 



in which operation of an anode assembly and a cathode 
assembly produce x-rays and secondary electrons. The 
x-ray tube also includes a shield disposed in the enve- 
lope for insulating the x-ray transmissive window from 
the heating effects of the secondary electrons. 
[0009] In accordance with yet another aspect of the 
present invention, an x-ray tube is provided. The x-ray 
tube includes an anode defining a target for intercepting 
a beam of electrons such that collision between the elec- 
trons and the anode generate x-rays from an anode fo- 
cal spot. The x-ray tube also includes a cathode having 
a filament which emits electrons when heated. A tube 
envelope encloses the anode and the cathode in a vac- 
uum. The tube envelope includes an x-ray transmissive 
window through which x-rays generated by the anode 
pass and the x-ray tube includes a means for preventing 
a portion of secondary electrons reflected from the an- 
ode from reaching the x-ray transmissive window, the 
means defined by the envelope. 
[0010] In accordance with still another aspect of the 
present invention, an x-ray tube is provided. The x-ray 
tube includes an evacuated envelope having an x-ray 
transmissive window, an anode mounted within the 
evacuated envelope and connected with a rotor to pro- 
vide rotation thereof, and a cathode for generating a 
beam of electrons which impinge upon the rotating an- 
ode on a focal spot to generate a beam of x-rays. An 
improvement of the x-ray tube includes a means for 
blocking a portion of secondary electrons reflected from 
the anode from striking the x-ray transmissive window. 
[0011] Ways of carrying out the invention will now be 
described in detail, by way of example, with reference 
to the accompanying drawings, in which: 

Figure 1 is a partial cross sectional view of an x-ray 
tube in accordance with the present invention; 

Figure 2 is an enlarged cross sectional view of an 
envelope and window assembly of the x-ray tube of 
Figure 1 ; 

Figure 3 is a top view of the window assembly of 
Figure 2; and 

Figure 4 is an enlarged cross sectional view of an 
envelope and window assembly in accordance with 
an alternative embodiment of the present invention. 

[0012] The present invention will now be described 
with reference to the drawings in which like reference 
numerals are used to refer to like elements throughout. 
[0013] Turning now to Fig. 1, an x-ray tube 10 is 
mounted within an x-ray tube housing 1 2. The x-ray tube 
10 includes an envelope 13 defining an evacuated 
chamber or vacuum 13a. In the preferred embodiment, 
the envelope 1 3 is made of copper although other suit- 
able metals could also be used. Disposed within the en- 
velope 13 is an anode assembly 14 and a cathode as- 



sembly 1 6. The anode assembly 1 4 is mounted to a rotor 
20 using securing nut 1 7 and is rotated about an axis of 
rotation 34 during operation as is known in the art. The 
anode assembly 14 includes a target area 15 along a 

5 peripheral edge of the anode assembly 1 4 which is com- 
prised of a tungsten composite or other suitable material 
capable of producing x-rays. The cathode assembly 16 
is stationary in nature and includes a cathode focussing 
cup 18 positioned in a spaced relationship with respect 

10 to the target area 1 5 for focussing electrons to a focal 
spot on the target area 1 5. A cathode filament 1 9 mount- 
ed to the cathode focussing cup 18 is energized to emit 
electrons 22 which are accelerated to the target area 1 5 
of the anode assembly 14 to produce x-rays 23. Upon 

15 contacting the target area 1 5, a portion of the electrons 
22 reflect from the target area 15 and scatter within the 
evacuated chamber 1 3a of the envelope 1 3. The reflect- 
ed electrons are known as secondary electrons. The 
electrons 22 which are absorbed, as opposed to reflect- 

20 ed, by the anode assembly 14 serve to produce the x- 
rays 23, a portion of which pass through an x-ray trans- 
missive window assembly 25 coupled to the envelope 
1 3 towards a patient or subject under examination. The 
window assembly 25 of the present invention is de- 

25 scribed in more detail below with respect to Figs. 2-4. In 
the present embodiment, the anode assembly 14 and 
the cathode assembly 16 are configured in a bi-polar 
relationship whereby the anode assembly 1 4 is at a pos- 
itive voltage potential (i.e. +75,000 volts) and the cath- 

30 ode assembly 16 is at a negative voltage potential (i.e. 
-75,000 volts). It will be appreciated that the anode as- 
sembly 14 and the cathode assembly 16 may be con- 
figured to other suitable bi-polar voltage potentials or be 
configured in a single ended relationship with respect to 

35 one another where the anode assembly 1 4 is at ground 
potential. 

[0014] Referring now to Fig. 2 and 3, the window as- 
sembly 25 of the present embodiment is shown in more 
detail. The window assembly 25 includes a main window 

40 30 and a shield 32 each situated in a spaced relationship 
with respect to one another within an opening 33 in the 
envelope 1 3. The main window 30 and the shield 32 are 
each made of material transmissive to x-rays such as 
Beryllium. It will be appreciated, however, other suitable 

45 x-ray transmissive material such as graphite, berylla, 
copper, or other materials sized sufficiently thin such 
that they minimally filter x-rays could alternatively be 
used. 

[0015] The main window 30 is shown to be situated 
50 along a first step 35 of the envelope 1 3 such that a top 
surface 30a of the main window 30 is flush with a top 
surface 13b of the envelope 13. A portion of a bottom 
surface 30b of the main window 30 is brazed to the en- 
velope 13 along a junction 37 thereby forming an airtight 
55 seal. It will be appreciated that other known methods of 
creating an air tight connection between the main win- 
dow 30 and the envelope 13 such as diffusion bonding 
and welding could alternatively be used. 
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[0016] The shield 32 is situated on a second step 40 
of the envelope 13. The shield 32 is mechanically held 
in place by virtue of a retaining spring 42 situated be- 
tween the bottom surface 30b of the main window 30 
and a top surface 32a of the shield 32. The retaining 
spring 42 allows for slight movement by the shield 32 
which may occur due to temperature variances seen by 
the shield 32. It will be appreciated that a spring washer 
or other suitable mechanical device could be used in 
place of the retaining spring 42 for securing the shield 
32 in place. Further, it will be appreciated that the shield 
32 could be sized to frictionally fit with respect to the 
envelope 13 such that no retaining spring 42 or other 
mechanical device is required. Additionally the shield 
32 may be screwed, swayed, or otherwise secured in 
place. 

[0017] Continuing to refer to Figs. 2 and 3, a pair of 
vent holes 45 shown in phantom create a passage from 
a region R1 , defined between the bottom surface 30b of 
the main window 30 and the top surface 32a of the shield 
32, to the evacuated chamber 1 3a defined by the enve- 
lope 13. As discussed in more detail below, the pair of 
vent holes 45 help ensure that no undesired air or gas 
molecules are accidentally trapped between the main 
window 30 and the shield 32 during assembly. 
[0018] In operation, assembly of an x-ray tube 10 hav- 
ing the window assembly 25 involves initially drilling the 
vent holes 45 into the envelope 13. Next the shield 32 
is placed onto the second step 40 of the envelope 13 
and the retaining spring 42 is placed on the top face 32a 
of the shield 32 for mechanically securing the shield 32 
in place. The main window 30 is then brazed or other- 
wise affixed along the first step 35 of the envelope 13 
such that an air tight seal is formed at the junction 37 
and such that the main window 30 engages with the re- 
taining spring 42 to place sufficient pressure on the 
shield 32 to hold the shield 32 in place. The vent holes 
45 aid in preventing air from becoming trapped in the 
region R1. More specifically, following assembly of the 
main window 30 and the shield 32, the envelope 13 is 
pumped of gas and air in accordance with known tech- 
niques in the art. Due to the vent holes 45, any air which 
may otherwise be trapped in the region R1 is able to be 
readily pumped from the envelope 1 3. If the vent holes 
45 were not present, it would be possible for air trapped 
in the region R2 to slowly seep into the evacuated cham- 
ber 1 3a of the envelope 1 3 during operation of the x-ray 
tube since there is no air tight seal between the shield 
32 and the envelope 13. 

[0019] During operation of the x-ray tube 10, a sub- 
stantial portion of the secondary electrons which are 
scattered towards the main window 30 are intercepted 
or blocked by the shield 32 and thus prevented from 
reaching the main window 30. Thus, the shield 32 
serves to insulate the main window 30 from the heating 
effects of the secondary electrons. Heat dissipated by 
the secondary electrons is absorbed by the shield 32 
and transferred to the envelope 1 3 at a junction between 



the shield 32 and the envelope 1 3 along the second step 
40. Heat dissipated by secondary electrons colliding 
with the shield 32 does not substantially affect the integ- 
rity of the evacuated state of the envelope 13 since the 
5 connection between the shield 32 and the envelope 13 
does not play a part in maintaining the evacuated state 
of the envelope 13 . Since substantially all the second- 
ary electrons are prevented from reaching the main win- 
dow 30, excessive heating of the main window 30 which 
10 may deleteriously affect the air tight junction between 
the main window and the envelope 13 is diminished. It 
will be appreciated that heat transferred to the envelope 
13 by the shield 32 or otherwise directly absorbed by 
the envelope 1 3 does not play a substantial role in re- 
15 ducing the reliability of the air tight junction between the 
main window 30 and the envelope 13 as such heat is 
readily dissipated across the entire envelope 13. Fur- 
ther, as the shield 32 is made of a thin, x-ray transmis- 
sive material, the shield 32 does not serve to substan- 
ce tially affect the amount of x-rays transmitted through the 
envelope 13 towards a patient or subject under exami- 
nation. 

[0020] Because the shield 32 is at ground potential 
and is spaced a sufficient distance away from the anode 
25 assembly 1 4 and cathode assembly 1 6 such that arcing 
is not drawn to the shield 32, the present invention al- 
lows for the x-ray tube to be configured in a bi-polar ar- 
rangement. 

[0021] Referring now to Fig. 4, an alternative embod- 
30 iment of the present invention is shown. In the present 
embodiment, a portion of the envelope 13 is shaped to 
define an electrode 50. More specifically, the electrode 
50 is formed by a portion of the envelope 1 3 which sur- 
rounds the opening 33 and thus is in close proximity to 
35 the main window 30. The shape of the electrode 50 is 
similar to that of a doughnut. More specifically, the elec- 
trode 50 includes a curved tubular face 50a which is 
shaped such that an electric field created by the elec- 
trode 50 attracts secondary electrons to the electrode 
40 50. This in turn, reduces the number of secondary elec- 
trons approaching the opening 33 from coming into con- 
tact with a window assembly 54. 
[0022] The window assembly 54 shown in Fig. 4 in- 
cludes the main window 30 which is secured to the en- 
45 velope 1 3 in an airtight manner as discussed above with 
reference to Figs. 2 and 3. A shield 55 is also included 
as part of the window assembly 54 to further aid in 
shielding the main window 30 from secondary electrons. 
The shield 55 includes a window portion 57 and a side 
50 wall 59. The shield 55 is shaped and sized to frictionally 
press fit within the opening 33 in the envelope 13. The 
side wall 59 of the shield 55 is sized to be sufficiently 
thin such that substantially no heat is transferred from 
the window portion 57 of the shield 55 to the main win- 
55 dow 30. The window portion 57 of the shield 55 includes 
a pair of vacuum holes 60 to aid in pumping air from a 
region R2 between the main window 30 and the shield 
55. The materials for the main window 30 and shield 55 
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of the present embodiment may be any of those dis- 
cussed above with respect to the window assembly 25 
of Fig. 2. 

[0023] In operation, assembly of the window assem- 
bly 54 includes press fitting the shield 55 to the envelope 
1 3 and securing the main window 30 to the envelope 1 3 
in an air tight manner as discussed above with respect 
to Figs. 2 and 3. Because the shield 55 is press fit with 
respect to the envelope 1 3, there is no need for a retain- 
ing spring or washer thus reducing the number of parts 
needed for the window assembly 54. Further the vacu- 
um holes 60 in the window portion 57 of the shield 55 
allow for air to be readily pumped from the region R2 
prior to and during operation of the x-ray tube 10. 
[0024] Continuing to refer to Fig. 4, secondary elec- 
trons which approach the opening 33 are initially drawn 
to the electrode 50 surrounding the opening 33. The 
electrode 50 thereby serves to substantially reduce the 
number of secondary electrons which reach the window 
assembly 54. As the electrode 50 is defined by and part 
of the envelope 1 3, the heat transferred to the electrode 
50 by the secondary electrons is readily dissipated 
across the entire envelope 13. Thus, the airtight junction 
37 between the main window 30 and the envelope 1 3 is 
not significantly affected by the secondary electrons 
which collide with the electrode 50. The shield 55 serves 
as a backup for the electrode 50 for restricting access 
to any additional secondary electrons travelling towards 
the main window 30. Heat dissipated by secondary elec- 
trons colliding with the window portion 57 of the shield 
55 is primarily conducted to the envelope 1 3 by the win- 
dow portion 57. As discussed above, very little heat is 
transferred to the main window 30 from the side wall 59 
of the shield 55 given the small cross-sectional area of 
the side wall 59. Although the present embodiment 
shows use of the electrode 50 and shield 55 in combi- 
nation to protect the main window 30 from secondary 
electrons, it will be appreciated that shield 55 orthe elec- 
trode 50 could be used individually to protect the main 
window 30 from secondary electrons. Further, the elec- 
trode 50 could be used in combination with any other 
window assembly such as window assembly 25 dis- 
cussed above with reference to Figs. 2 and 3. 
[0025] One advantage of the embodiments described 
is that a substantial portion of secondary electrons are 
prevented from reaching and excessively heating an x- 
ray transmissive window which maintains an air tight 
seal with the x-ray tube envelope. Another advantage is 
that excessive heating of the x-ray transmissive window 
which maintains an air tight seal with the x-ray tube en- 
velope is prevented while allowing the x-ray tube to be 
configured with a bi-polar arrangement. 
[0026] The invention has been described with refer- 
ence to the preferred embodiments. Obviously, modifi- 
cations and alterations will occur to others upon reading 
and understanding the preceding detailed description. 
It is intended that the invention be construed as includ- 
ing all such modifications and alterations insofar as they 



come within the scope of the appended claims or their 
equivalence thereof. 

5 Claims 

1. An x-ray tube comprising: an anode (14) defining a 
target for intercepting a beam of electrons such that 
collision between the electrons and the anode gen- 

10 erate x-rays from an anode focal spot; a cathode 
(1 6) for producing the electrons, the cathode includ- 
ing afi lament (1 9) which emits electrons when heat- 
ed; a tube envelope (13) enclosing the anode and 
the cathode in a vacuum (1 3a), the envelope includ- 
es jng an x-ray transmissive window (30) through 
which pass x-rays generated by the anode; and 
means (32, 50, 55) for intercepting secondary elec- 
trons reflected from the anode before the secondary 
electrons strike the x-ray transmissive window. 

20 

2. An x-ray tube as claimed in claim 1, wherein the 
means for intercepting comprises a shield (32, 55) 
disposed in the envelope (13) in a spaced relation- 
ship from the x-ray transmissive material (30). 

25 

3. An x-ray tube as claimed in claim 1 or claim 2, 
wherein the shield (32, 35) comprises x-ray trans- 
missive material. 

30 4. An x-ray tube as claimed in claim 2 or claim 3, 
wherein the shield (32, 35) is coupled to the enve- 
lope (13). 

5. An x-ray tube as claimed in claim 4, wherein a 
35 spring loaded device (42) disposed between the x- 

ray transmissive window (30) and the shield (32) se- 
cures the shield to the envelope. 

6. An x-ray tube as claimed in claim 4, wherein the 
40 shield (55) is frictionally fit to the envelope (13). 

7. An x-ray tube as claimed in any one of claims 4 to 
6, wherein the envelope (13) includes a vent hole 
(45) defining a passage from a region between the 

45 shield and the x-ray transmissive window and the 
vacuum. 

8. An x-ray tube as claimed in any one of claims 4 to 
6, wherein the shield includes a vent hole (60). 

50 

9. An x-ray tube as claimed in any one of claims 1 to 
8, wherein the means for intercepting is an elec- 
trode (50). 

55 10. An x-ray tube as claimed in claim 9, wherein the en- 
velope defines the electrode (50). 

11. An x-ray tube as claimed in claim 10, wherein the 
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electrode (50) is in close proximity to the x-ray trans- 
missive window (30). 

12. An x-ray tube as claimed in any one of claims 9 to 
11, wherein the x-ray tube further comprises a 
shield (55), the shield intercepting a portion of the 
secondary electrons reflected from the anode be- 
fore the secondary electrons strike the x-ray trans- 
missive window (30). 

13. An x-ray tube as claimed in any one of claims 1 to 
8, wherein the means (32, 55) is transmissive to x- 
rays. 
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